
Shaka Senghor is a writer, mentor and motivational speaker whose story of redemption 
has inspired youth and young adults at high schools, universities, and conferences across the 
nation.  He is founder of The Atonement Project, a recipient of the 2012 Black Male Engage-
ment (BMe) Leadership Award, a 2013 MIT Media Lab Director’s Fellow, and a Fellow in the 
inaugural class of the W.K. Kellogg Foundation’s Community Leadership Network.  He also 
teaches a course on The Atonement Project at The University of Michigan in Ann Arbor.  To 
date, Shaka has done three TED talks, one most recently on the main stage at the 30th Anni-
versary TED Conference in Vancover, British Columbia.     

Shaka was once an angry and bitter teen who, like many other youth, kept his emotions bot-
tled up and often lashed out in violence toward others.  At the age of nineteen, he shot and 
killed a man during a drug-related argument and ultimately served nineteen years in prison 
for second-degree murder.  While he was incarcerated, Shaka transformed his life and dis-
covered his love for writing.  He has written a memoir about his life in the streets and in 
prison entitled Writing My Wrongs and recently published a book of his writings entitled 
Live in Peace: A Youth Guide to Turning Hurt into Hope, a companion piece to his 
mentoring program.  Shaka is passionate about mentoring youth and hopes that by sharing 
his experiences, they will avoid the path that led him to prison.  In his work with youth, he 
uses his experiences as a launching pad for discussing issues of abuse, abandonment, addic-
tion, consequences, accountability and personal transformation. 
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The Atonement Project is the brainchild of Shaka Senghor who became an organic intellectual 
and artist while serving nearly twenty years in Michigan prisons. The project seeks to begin com-
munity dialogues around issues of reconciliation, atonement, and healing after suffering the harm 
caused by crime and incarceration.  

During his incarceration, he participated in arts workshops run by the Prison Creative Arts Proj-
ect (PCAP)—a program at the University of Michigan, which sends undergraduates into prisons 
to conduct arts workshops.  Since Shaka’s release from prison over three years ago, he has done 
an extraordinary amount of creative and service work, leading to the prestigious honor of 
Director’s Fellow at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) MediaLab. His project for 
the Director’s Fellowship is to establish an online forum for restorative justice—a highly sophisti-
cated interactive website which will be used by crime victims and current and former prisoners 
to enter into dialogue with one another.  The website itself will be developed and run by the staff 
at the MIT Media Lab, under the supervision of the lab’s director Joi Ito. 

Starting in January 2014, Shaka began co-teaching a new PCAP course with Associate Professor 
Ashley Lucas, who is also the Director of PCAP.  The Atonement Project Class functions much like 
a traditional PCAP course, except the arts workshops facilitated by students will focus on the 
themes of acknowledgement, apology, and atonement—Shaka’s rubric for the process of restor-
ative justice.  Students pair off into eight facilitation teams; most of the teams will hold workshops 
in prisons, and some will conduct workshops with victims’ advocacy groups. All participants in 
the workshops have the option of sharing their art on the Atonement Project website, but no one 
isis required to share their creative work online. The MIT Media Lab staff will take the content gen-
erated by the PCAP workshops and find creative ways to set up interactive forums on the website 
with discussion prompts connected to the visual art, creative writing, and performance descrip-
tions posted online. Shaka and Professor Lucas will also participate in live web chats in which 
people logging onto the website can interact with them in real time while at the same time pro-
ducing an archived record of the conversations on which web users will be able to comment. By 
using art as a starting point, their hope to open up intercommunity dialogue amongst groups who 
do not often communicate with one another.  
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Shaka is available to mentor your group of young people or speak at your event.  Here are some 
of the topics he often speaks on.

Mass Incarceration, the Prison Industrial Complex and Prison Reform
ServingServing nineteen years in the Michigan Department of Corrections, including more than five years 
in solitary confinement, Shaka is very familiar with the inner workings of prison and the politics 
that play out on the state level and inside the prison walls.  Some of the issues he covers in this 
talk include: overcoming seemingly impossible odds; breaking out of self-imposed prisons; getting 
out and staying out; avoiding the snares of imprisonment (for youth); tech deserts and what we 
can do about them.

Restorative Justice, Atonement and the Power of Literature
UnpaUnpacking baggage from his childhood and getting at the core of his  anger and bitterness allowed 
Shaka to take responsibility for the crime he committed and redirect his energy and talents.  As a 
result of years of reading and self study, he transformed his life and began atoning for the things 
he did to hurt other people.  Shaka argues that atonement starts first with acknowledging that 
your words or actions have caused someone harm, then offering a sincere apology, which he has 
found to be one of the hardest things to do, and finally taking action to right your wrong.  In this 
talk, he discusses The Atonement Project, a global initiative that seeks to facilitate healing and un-
derstandingderstanding between victims of violent crimes and violent offenders through the use of art and 
technology.  He also discusses the role that literature played in his transformation and the possi-
bilities that exist for others to do the same.

Gun Violence Prevention, Child Abuse and Teenage Substance Abuse
Before Shaka became a perpertrator of gun violence, he was a victim. What he argues is that hurt 
people hurt people, and if we just talk to our youth and not at them, we'll see that they have been 
victimized themselves and do not know how to process their emotions in a healthy way.  In this 
talk, he addresses the following issues: understanding the impact of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder 
(PTSD); non-violent conflict resolution; getting to the root of the problem (i.e., hurt people hurt 
people); understanding what our youth are trying to say (for teachers and counselors); and how 
youth can begin Living In Peace instead of Resting in Peace.
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Writing My Wrongs (2013)
Live in Peace: A Youth’s Guide to Turning Hurt into Hope (2012)
Crack: Volume II (2011)
Crack: Volume I (2008)
Building Bridges: A Workbook for Children with an Incarcerated Parent (2007)

2014 W.K. Kellogg Foundation Community Leadership Network
2014 TED Prize Finalist
2014 Teaching a Class on the Atonement Project at the University of Michigan
2013 MIT Media Lab Director’s Fellow
2012 Black Male Engagement (BMe) Leadership Award

30th Anniversary TED Conference, Vancouver, BC
TEDxYouth@SanDiego
TEDxMidwest
Personal Democracy Forum
MIT Media Lab
University of Wisconsin–Platteville
UnUniversity of Michigan
Fordham University
Wayne State University
Marygrove College
Pace University
Wayne County Youth Detention Center
Rock County Juvenile Detention Center
Association of BlaAssociation of Black Foundation Executives
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http://www.freep.com/article/20120210/COL10/202100368/Rochelle-Riley-After-tragic
-killing-writer-pushes-kids-to-live-for-peace

http://niazbiz.com/eTalks/shaka-senghor-writing-my-wrongs/

http://soundcloud.com/wdet/shaka-senghor-the-power-of

P: (313) 720-5546
E: streetjewels@gmail.com
W: www.shakasenghor.com

For speaking engagements, please contact Ebony Roberts (313)300-4347 or 
ebsenghor@gmail.com
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